Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 42
Number 3 Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol 42,
Number 3

Article 4

1963

The Settlement of the East Florida Spaniards in Cuba, 1763-1766
Robert L. Gold

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Gold, Robert L. (1963) "The Settlement of the East Florida Spaniards in Cuba, 1763-1766," Florida
Historical Quarterly: Vol. 42 : No. 3 , Article 4.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol42/iss3/4

Gold: The Settlement of the East Florida Spaniards in Cuba, 1763-1766

THE SETTLEMENT OF THE EAST FLORIDA
SPANIARDS IN CUBA, 1763-1766
by R OBERT L. G OLD

T

required to complete the evacuation of
the Spanish population from the St. Augustine presidio.
From April 12, 1763, to January 21, 1764, a junta of Governor
Melchor Feliu, Don Juan Elixio de la Puente, 1 and Esteban de
Pena carefully escorted 3,103 persons to wafting vessels bound
for Cuba or New Spain. 2 The evacuees embarked for Havana,
Cuba, except for thirty-four people who were later transported to
San Francisco de Campeche, New Spain. During the entire movement there were only four casualties from the shipwreck of the
sloop “Nuestra Senora del Rosario.” By April 16, 1764, former
Governor Melchor Feliu and Don Juan Elixio de la Puente reported that a total of 3,091 residents of the old colonial garrison had
departed from the Plaza of St. Augustine, Fort San Marcos de
EN MONTHS WERE

1. Puente worked very diligently to schedule sailings for complete families. Whenever possible, he sought to have members of each family
depart together with their belongings. The old Florida resident also
loaned the emigres 14,000 pesos for their exodus and settlement obligations; repayment of the loans was not required for eight years.
Puente even deposited 3,100 pesos of his own money in the royal
treasury as a loan to help finance the emigration. Mark F. Boyd,
unpublished history of eighteenth century Florida and Don Juan
Elixio de la Puente.
2. Feliu and Puente stated that 3,104 persons were evacuated from St.
Augustine, but 3,103 persons actually left the colony. Neither of
the Spanish officials could have known at that time that Luciano de
Herrera would remain in Florida to collect sales monies from the
1764 Fish-Puente property transaction. A number of the Spanish
documents present different figures for the evacuation totals. Typically, population assessments vary in number and category according
to the particular date of preparation. Puente to Minister Julian de
Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Puente to the
Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764, September 26, 1766,
and January 27, 1770, AGI 87-1-5/3-4; Puente to Governor of Cuba,
Havana, February 10, 1772, Papeles Procedentes de Cuba, Legajo
372; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, March 4, 1772, AGI
86-7-11/24. All documents listed as AGI (Archivo General de las
Indias) were obtained from the Stetson Collection of Spanish colonial
manuscripts, P. K. Yonge Memorial Library of Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville.
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Apalache, and the towns Nuestra Senora de la Leche, Nuestra
Senora de Guadalupe de Tolomato, and Santa Terese de Gracia
Real de Mosa. 3 Whenever possible rank and class distinctions
were honored in the embarkation; Indians and free mulattoes
and Negroes were often segregated from the Spaniards, but Spanish Canary Island settlers were also shipped apart from the other
Spanish residents. 4
Altogether, 545 families emigrated from East Florida. The
local Spanish population was composed of 367 families since the
Spanish Catalan and Canary Island families were listed separately.
Settlers from the Canary Islands reached St. Augustine between
1757-1761, 5 and by 1763 ninety-six families were available for
transfer to Cuba. The thirty-six families of Catalan Mountain
Fusileers 6 were another individually mentioned population category. There were also six German Catholic families (English
colonial exiles), nineteen Christian Indian families, sixteen free
Pardo (mulatto) families, and five free Negro families who accompanied the Spaniards in their maritime movement to Cuba.
3. The 3,091 total excludes the nine Spaniards left in St. Augustine to
corral the presidio’s wandering horses and the four Spaniards who
perished in the shipwreck of Nuestra Senora del Rosario. The remaining Spaniards in St. Augustine, except for Luciano de Herrera,
later moved to Cuba. Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana,
April 16, 1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Puente to the Governor of Cuba,
Havana, January 22, 1764, September 26, 1766, and January 27,
1770, AGI 87-1-5/4/4; Wilbur H. Siebert, “The Departure of the
Spaniards and Other Groups from East Florida,” Florida Historical
Quarterly, XIX (October, 1940), 146.
4. Feliu was advised to give precedence to the evacuation of troops,
artillery, and the Crown’s possessions. Instructions concerning the
1763 evacuation, July 6, November 24, 1763, AGNM 425, Documents: 14-24, and 60-64; Conde de Ricla to Governor Feliu, Havana,
July 2, 13, 1763, AGI 86-7-11/3. All documents listed as AGNM
(Archivo de la Nacion, Mexico) are contained in the microfilm collection of the Yonge Library.
5. Governor Alonzo Fernandez de Heredia to Minister Julian de Arriaga,
St. Augustine, October 14, 1757, AGI 87-3-13/23, SD (Santo Domingo) 2659; Governor of Cuba to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, October 26, 1757, AGI 87-3-13/25, SD 2659; Governor Lucas
de Palacio to Minister Julian de Arriaga, St. Augustine, January 20,
1761, AGI 86-7-22/10; Governor Alonzo de Cardenas to the Crown,
St. Augustine, December 22, 1761, AGI 86-7-22/13/23.
6. The Catalan Fusileers and families arrived in Florida in 1762. Governor of Cuba to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, December 22,
1761, AGI 86-6-6/34, SD 2660; Governor Feliu to Minister Julian
de Arriaga, St. Augustine, March 24, 1762, AGI 86-6-6/34, SD
2660.
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Only three families and thirty-four persons went to Campeche,
while 952 men, 794 women, 673 boys, and 650 girls sailed in
family units to Havana. 7
The costs of evacuating the St. Augustine presidio and the
Apalache detachment were borne by the crown. Don Pedro Agustin Morel y Santa Cruz, Bishop of Santiago, Cuba, assisted the
royal treasury financially, using diocese funds to pay the expenses
of seventy-four Florida inhabitants. Bishop Morel’s group consisted of twenty-five women, twelve boys, and thirty-seven girls. 8
The mass embarkation began April 12, 1763. On the first
day three schooners carrying Bishop Morel’s charges sailed for
Cuba. Five schooners carrying 110 persons departed St. Augustine on August 3, and fifty-eight more left the following day. Two
schooners and three sloops, carrying 363 passengers, departed on
August 5, 6, and 7. Another 144 persons emigrated on August
10, and an English packet boat, with 250 people, sailed on August 20, 1763. The August exodus continued with the departure of 114 emigres on August 22; 104 Spaniards sailed aboard
the British sloop Hawk, on August 30; and a Spanish vessel
evacuated 133 more the following day. 9
By the end of August the Florida junta, in conjunction with
the royal officials of Cuba, had directed 1,350 Florida inhabitants, more than a third of the total population of East Florida, to
Havana.
In the latter part of July, just prior to the mass migration of
August, Juan de Cotilla was pleased to view the incipient sailing
preparations for his countrymen. The population movement away
7. Eight families with forty-three people later followed the first group
to Campeche. With the arrival of the new families from Havana
there was a total of seventy-seven people in San Francisco de Campeche. Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16,
1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764, September 22, 26, 1766, and January 27, 1770, AGI
87-1-5/3/4.
8. The Cuban bishop apparently was an outspoken clergyman. On November 3, 1762, he was expelled from Cuba because of his continued
criticism of British policy. Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga,
Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Boyd, unpublished history
of eighteenth-century Florida and Don Juan Elixio de la Puente.
9. Feliu to Conde de Ricla, St. Augustine, September 12, 1763, AGI
86-7-11/12; Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April
16, 1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana,
January 22, 1764, January 27, 1770, AGI 87-1-5/4.
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from British rule especially delighted him. On July 21, ten days
after the arrival of Captain John Hedges’ British military government, Cotilla observed to Conde de Ricla, “. . . the wills of all our
citizens seem generally disposed to evacuation and I expect that
Your Excellency will be pleased to command the prompt return
of the transport vessels since the arrival of the English governor
is imminent. . . . It is obvious that the British are surprised to
witness the decision of all our pepole to emigrate, when they
asserted that there would not be enough evacuees to fill one
vessel . . .” 10
After the heavy sailing schedule of August, there was only one
ocean trip to Cuba from August 31 to October 12, 1763. Perhaps
the frequency of September-October northeasters and hurricanes
may have discouraged more sailings in the late summer and early
autumn. Eighty-two Spaniards left Florida on September 14,
three sloops transported another 259 persons to Havana on October 12, 1763. On October 14, ninety-one more Floridians sailed
for Cuba aboard the sloop Nuestra Senora de la Luz y Santa Barbara, the following week, another forty-three people left. On October 27-28, 185 Spaniards journeyed to Havana, some travelling
on the French sloop San Antonio. 11
Only 135 Floridians were transfered to Cuba November 17
and November 19. During the December exodus a total of 274
people traveled to Havana, while 543 Spaniards followed in January. Three sloops, two brigantines, and a schooner embarked
the Spanish citizenry on December 17, 19, 24, and 30. The
evacuations on the 24th employed three vessels, two of which were
English - the brig Fanny and the sloop Industries. Five sloops,
four schooners, and one packet boat completed the emigration in
January. After witnessing three embarkations on January 8 and
9, 1764, Governor Feliu, departed from Florida on January 21.
10. Cotilla was one of the officials sent to Florida by the Governor of
Cuba, to encourage the emigration of Spanish subjects and to expedite
removal of the possessions of the St. Augustine presidio. Cotilla to
Conde de Ricla, St. Augustine, July 31, 1763, AGI 86-7-11/4; Puente
to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI 86-66/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764, January 27, 1770, AGI 87-5-1/4.
11. Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI
86-6-6/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764,
January 27, 1770, AGI 87-1-5/4; Siebert, “The Departure of the
Spaniards and Other Groups From East Florida,” loc. cit., 145.
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Other officials and inhabitants accompanied him on a seven ship
convoy which transported 361 Floridians to Cuba. 12
A total of 2,996 East Florida residents were thus conveyed
down the coast of Florida to Cuba. The emigres included 895
men, 785 women, 671 boys, 645 girls, and even some of the
Spanish dead. 13 Feliu explained that “the piety of religion and
feminine weakness” obliged him to ship the Sapnish deceased to
the Floridians’ new colonial settlement. 14 Thirty-four other
Floridians were carried to Campeche on December 5, 1763, and
January 23, 1764. Finally, the sixty-five members of the Apalache garrison did not leave Florida until February 20, 1764,
various circumstances delaying the transfer of that frontier post
to the British authorities. By the conclusion of the Spanish evacuation, therefore, 3,065 persons were transferred to Cuba, 34
others reached Campeche, one Floridian remained in St. Augustine, and four Spaniards were lost at sea. 15
The Florida refugees initially settled in Havana. Some of the
civilians were temporarily established in the city itself but most
of the others were lodged in the suburb Barrio de Guadalupe, out12. Feliu and Juan Elixio de la Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga,
Havana, March 14, 1764, AGI 86/7-11/22; Puente to Minister
Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI 86-6-6/43; Puente
to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764, and January 27,
1770, AGI 87-1-5/4; South Carolina Gazette, November 12-19,
1763; Siebert, “Departure of the Spaniards and Other Groups from
East Florida,” loc. cit., 145.
13. Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI
86-6-6/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana January 22, 1764,
January 27, 1770, AGI 87-1-5/4; Feliu to Conde de Ricla, St. Augustine, August 25, 1764, AGI 86-7-11/11; Siebert, “Departure of
the Spaniards and Other Groups from East Florida,” loc .cit., 1 4 5 149.
14. F e l i u t o C o n d e d e R i c l a , S t . A u g u s t i n e , A u g u s t 2 5 , 1 7 6 3 , A G I
86-7-11/11.
15. Almost one-half of the East Florida population was composed of military personnel and others who were not considered to be Floridians.
There were 1,115 of the latter people in the Florida evacuation, including 425 Canary Islanders, 161 Catalans, 26 Germans, 89 Indians, 99 free Negroes and multattoes, and 315 Negro and mulatto
slaves. Since the St. Augustine presidio served as a primary military
mission, the departing population exhibited a significant military
character; one-sixth of the total citizenry was officers and soldiers.
Excluding the 85 men of the militia, the garrison functioned with
235 infantry soldiers, 90 Mountain Fusileers, 52 mounted dragoons,
39 foot dragoons, 39 artillery troops, and the Mosa post’s 11 soldiers.
Puente to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, April 16, 1764, AGI
86-6-6/43; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764,
January 27, 1770; AGI 87-5-1/4. Siebert, “The Departure of the
Spaniards and Other Groups from East Florida,” loc. cit., 145-147.
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side the walls of Havana, and in Regla and Guanabacoa, two
towns in proximity to Havana. Regla was located directly across
the bay from Havana, and Guanabacoa was six miles away. 16
Civilians and militia temporarily obtained various amounts for subsistence except for those professional civilians, who continued
their trades and occupations in the Cuban milieu. Some citizens,
however, received nothing. Upon arrival, the Florida military
units were incorporated into the reorganized Spanish army of
Cuba, and the various infantry, artillery, and dragoon echelons
appropriately absorbed many of the rank and file troopers of the
St. Augustine presidio. Florida’s Catholic clergy was likewise generally assimilated into the services of its Cuban headquarters,
where new assignments were arranged for the able clerical
evacuees. 17
Between April and June, 1764, 331 civilian Floridians were
transferred from Havana to Matanzas, Cuba. One-tenth of the
former residents of Florida were thus once again transported under the crown’s orders, but the second transfer, unlike the first,
moved the Floridians from an urban seaport to an uncultivated
rural environment. These civilians settled in an area called Ceiba
Mocha, located within the jurisdiction of the royal authorities of
Matanzas. 18 A portion of Ceiba Mocha was available for settlement because Don Geronimo Contreras, who was rumored to have
had a Florida background, donated some of his properties to the
refugees. Don Geronimo Contreras relinquished enough land to
provide at least 108 caballerias of land for farming. The new
colony was named St. Augustine de la Nueva Florida, although
Ceiba Mocha was frequently used in reference to the area. 19
16. Conde de Ricla to Minister Julian de Arriaga, Havana, November,
1763, AGI 86-7-11/14; Puente to the Governor of Cuba, Havana,
September 22, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3; Duvon C. Corbitt, “Spanish
Relief Policy and the East Florida Refugees of 1763,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXVII (July, 1948), 68.
17. Puente to the Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/3.
18. Conde de Ricla to royal officials of Matanzas, Havana, March 17,
1764, AGI 87-1-5/1; Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida,
Havana, August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1; Puente to Governor of
Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3; Corbitt,
“Spanish Relief Policy and East Florida Refugees,” loc. cit., 67-70.
19. Corbitt calculates that each caballeria equaled thirty-two acres, ibid.,
69, while Villasana J. Haggard, Handbook for Translators of Spanish
Historical Documents measures the Cuban caballeria as being equivalent to 33.2 acres. Conde de Ricla to royal officials of Matanzas,
Havana, March 17, 1764, AGI 87-1-5/1; Memorial of former inha-
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Seventy-three families were installed on the uncultivated
estates of St. Augustine de la Nueva Florida. Thirteen Spanish
families, forty-three Canary Island families, four German families,
nine free pardo families, and four free Negro families became the
proprietors of Contreras’ former domains. With the passing of
time, however, other Floridians followed their former neighbors
into the Matanzas region, and conversely disillusioned colonists
retired from their Ceiba Mocha property holdings. In the most
populous period, in 1764, eighty-three or eighty-four families occupied the Nueva Florida settlement. 20
The Conde de Ricla’s instructions to the royal officials of
Matanzas, concerning the establishment of the Florida emigres
in the Matanzas bailiwick, were composed on March 17, 1764.
Ricla’s orders guaranteed privileges and proprietorship for the
Spaniards who had voluntarily withdrawn from their former Florida homes. Each family transferred to Ceiba Mocha at the king’s
expense would receive one caballeria of land from the domains
that the crown obtained from Contreras. The refugees were also
given one Negro slave and sixty pesos for clearing and cultivating
their property. All grants were bestowed as perpetual donations,
but the grantees were obliged to cultivate their land. Free Negroes and mulattoes were likewise ceded property ownership, although a meticulous segregation policy was implemented during
the land apportionment. 21 Proprietorship could not be alienated,
however, unless it was conferred on other inhabitants of the settlement with the approval of the captain general of Cuba; according to the royal orders, property that was not cultivated could not
be transferred. Finally, Ricla instructed Don Simon Rodriguez,
Lieutenant of the Royal Exchequer of Matanzas, to allot contibitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1; Puente
to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI 87-15/3; Corbitt, “Spanish Relief Policy and East Florida Refugees,” loc.
cit., 68-70.
20. Because ten of eleven families (Puente and the memorialists were
uncertain of the exact number of families) of servicemen secured
permission to join the Floridians in their new settlement, the population totals were increased by that number of families. Memorial of
former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766, AGI 87-15/1; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/3.
21. Conde de Ricla to royal officials of Matanzas, Havana, March 17,
1764, AGI 87-1-5/1.
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guous caballerias to families who requested close contact with
each other. 22
The grantees were required to repay the loan of sixty pesos,
in addition to 150 more pesos for the Negro slave. A period of
nine years was stipulated for the liquidation of the 210 peso
debt to the crown. No payment was necessary during the first
year of settlement, but thereafter the Florida families were obligated to honor installments of twenty-six pesos and two reales
annually. And, since the slaves were actually only mortgaged
property, they could not be sold without the acquisition of other
slaves; all such dispositions or substitutes, of course, had to earn
the royal exchequer’s consent. The sixty peso loan was not totally
delivered in cash. Nine pesos and two reales were subtracted
from the original amount, which was equivalent to the cost of the
routine consignment of two spades and two machetes. 23
St. Augustine de Nueva Florida was also supplied with provisions. Those foodstuffs and supplies remaining from the evacuation voyages were distributed among the Floridians, and all other
necessary commodities were offered to the new settlement at the
king’s prices. The Cuban treasury received definite orders not to
profit from any sales to the emigres. Only the usual tariffs were
to be affixed to goods passing into Matanzas’ Nueva Florida. Temporary lodging for the Florida population in Matanzas was also
recommended. 24 The crown’s Cuban ministers were thus advised
to extend financial deference to their Florida charges.
The crown urged the Matanzas officials to assist the new community in every way possible. The government was therefore
responsible for the everyday harmony of the Florida exiles, a responsibility which was to become extremely oppressive by 1766.
In a further effort to ensconce the emigrants in Nueva Florida,
the crown even permitted two years of relative inactivity on the
granted estates in order to provide the new settlers with adequate
time to settle their affairs and begin the processes of cultivation
and construction. Thereafter, Ricla’s orders explained, the
crown’s patience would be exhausted and the refugees would be
stripped of their property and privileges. Furthermore, the settlers
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
24. Ibid.
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were threatened with military service or forced labor if they allowed their land grants to remain uncultivated. Finally, the Spanish crown announced quite clearly that the property and privilege
grants in Matanzas would be the only charitable acts that the
Floridians could expect to receive from their monarch. 25
Before 1766, St. Augustine de la Nueva Florida was experiencing economic despair. A memorial from 166 heads of former
Florida families, submitted on August 26, 1766, petitioned the
governor of Cuba for help in their desperate plight. Beseeching the
captain general for immediate assistance, the memorial graphically
described all the hardships of the young community. Only those
Floridians who were not serving in the Spanish administration
and military services, or whose wives and/or daughters were not
allotted some form of official gratuity, placed their signatures on
the petition. 26 A listing of impecunious persons accompanied the
memorial, as well as a financial accounting of 261 heads-of-family. The latter roster included Spanish Floridians (soldiers, civilians, militia, and invalids), Germans, Canary Islanders, Negroes,
and mulattoes, who lacked employment and financial relief or
whose only income was a small per diem allowance. In addition,
the memorial included an Indian register indicating that only
fifty-three aborigines remained alive of the more than eighty who
had emigrated from St. Augustine. The Indians received one-half
real per diem. 27
The petitioners were particularly distressed because they were
no longer receiving temporary, but essential, daily subsistence
awards. Similarly, the lack of lodging plagued them: “. . . we
have not even been supplied with shacks to protect our bodies
from the punishments of weather, and consequently, without
25. Ibid.
26. Although Puente was not a member of the Matanzas settlement, his
name appears on the petition papers. He was the author of some,
if not all, of the documents. His previous efforts on behalf of the
people of Florida, were thus extended to the Cuban milieu. Throughout his life, Don Elixio de la Puente continued to be the ubiquitous
spokesman for the Floridians and their lost homeland. Puente to
Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3;
Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/1; Boyd, unpublished history of eighteenth century
Florida and Don Juan Elixio de la Puente.
27. Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI
87-1-5/3; Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/2.
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housing and sustenance, some of us find ourselves obliged to sleep
under doorways exposed to inclement conditions . . .” 28 Sickness,
destitution, death, and the humiliation of begging were thus attributed to the absence of living quarters and stable financial support. 29 Prostitution was another result of the deplorable situation.
According to the claimants, “. . . some starving young women,
lacking food, clothes, lodging and medicines, have forgotten their
honor and religious convictions and have arrived at the unfortunate state of prostituting themselves and committing serious sins
against God . . .”3 0 The petitioners, however, quickly added that
prostitution was only noticed among families of humble means;
lack of education and extreme poverty reduced the poorer women
to such dishonor. Some poor women, according to the memorial,
sold their few clothes and valuables or solicited charity alms in
order to continue their existence. 31
The authors of the petition blamed part of their misfortune
on the treasury which had neglected to issue them their salaries
for the last months in Florida. They claimed that the troops from
St. Augustine had not received monies owed them, although the
viceroy of New Spain had committed adequate amounts to the
royal coffers early in 1764. A document entitled “Various Obligations of the Plaza of St. Augustine” listed the persons to whom
salaries were owed. According to their dossier, Governor Feliu
28. Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI
87-1-5/3; Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August
26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1.
29. In September, 1766, Don Juan Elixio de la Puente informed the
Governor of Cuba that 663 persons of the 3,096 emigrating total had
perished. Another population record revealed that 131 of a total of
961 Florida men, over the age of fifteen, must have died in Cuba
during 1763 and 1764 since the document was dated January 22,
1764. It is possible that the latter document was incorrectly dated
because other papers with 1764, 1766, and 1770 dates were enclosed
together for the Cuban governor’s examination, but such a six month
mortality rate (the first men left Florida in August, 1763) would not
be astonishing in an environment subjected often to tropical fever
epidemics. Puente to the Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22,
26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, January 22, 1764, May 8, 1770, AGI 87-1-5/4; Murat Halstead, The
Story of Cuba (Akron, 1896), 233, 240-251; Francis Russell Hart,
The Siege of Havana, 1762 (New York, 1931), 32.
30. Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/3; Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana,
August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1.
31. Ibid.
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was owed 1,560 pesos; Sergeant Major Alonzo de Cardenas, 960
pesos; and the militia company, including its commissioned and
non-commissioned officers, 348 pesos. Other treasury payment
arrears included the church’s 5,408 pesos, the military department’s 13,967 pesos, and the 16,972 pesos, which was designated
for 186 people (widows, orphans, and unmarried girls) at the
rate of two reales per day. An unemployment inventory of 166
military and milita persons was also included among the manuscripts sent to the Cuban government. 32
While subjecting their official readers to a continuous flow
of complaints, the Florida memorialists defensively discussed the
arduous attempts they had made to sustain themselves in Ceiba
Mocha. Their argument often appeared to be aimed at unknown
Cuban critics. Certain observers seemingly suggested that the
Floridians’ economic difficulties stemmed from lethargy. 33
From the petitioners’ defense, it would seem that critics had
berated the emigres for their refusal to accept employment on the
local Matanzas haciendas at the pay scale of eight pesos a month.
In answer to that charge, the disappointed citizenry of Nueva
Florida vehemently asserted that the pay from hacienda toil was
not sufficient to support their families; such a pittance, they pointed out, would not even have covered the cost of living quarters.
The distance of the haciendas from the settlers’ lodgings was another unattractive feature. Guadano (harbor boat) employment,
at the rate of four reales per day, was preferred to hacienda labor
and the healthy refugees were apparently engaged on the Matanzas harbor craft. 34
Besides the income advantages, work on the guadanos allowed
the emigres to escape rural life. And, most important the harbor
jobs enabled them to be near their families, who were living in
Matanzas. As a consequence of the austere life on Contreras’ former lands and the employment opportunities in Matanzas harbor,
32. Various Obligations of the Plaza of St. Augustine, Havana, March
17, 1764, AGI 87-1-5/1; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3; Memorial of former inhabitants
of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1.
33. Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI
87-1-513; Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August
26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1.
34. Ibid.
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the seaport became an urban haven for some of the Florida emigrants.
The majority of the families from Nueva Florida deserted
their new properties. The soldiers’ families, who were among the
late comers, left the settlement shortly after their arrival. Eleven
of the thirteen Floridian families moved away after a only brief
residence, leaving two Spanish families at Ceiba Mocha. After
additional departures, only sixteen families and sixty-nine persons
remained in the agricultural area of an original total of seventythree families and 331 persons. 35
Seven families moved to rented farm lands outside Ceiba
Mocha. Another six families settled in the city of Matanzas where
their men secured jobs paying daily wages. The soldiers’ families
retreated to unknown locations, and the last arriving Canary Island family suffered extermination by murder and starvation.
The Canary Islander was killed by his slave, his pregnant wife
died of fright, and the only other member of the family died lacking the necessities of life. Forty-five other families returned to
Havana where they subsisted on charity. 36
The sixteen remaining families of St. Augustine de la Nueva
Florida resided on their various land grants located throughout
the former Contreras estates. A local, but distant, river offered
the only water for their drinking and irrigation purposes. The
absence of regular food staples forced the destitute Florida exiles
to consume corn, pumpkins, cassava, greens, and sweet potatoes,
which they had raised, as a daily diet. Bark shacks provided the
only available living quarters. According to Puente, these miserable people would have also deserted Nueva Florida if they had
possessed enough money to repay the crown loan and to move
to another livelihood. 37
Denying that lethargy and apathy were the causes of the
Matanzas settlement’s collapse, the unhappy memorialists present35. Of the remaining sixty-nine settlers, thirty-nine were children, and
ten of those children were born after the 1763-1764 evacuation.
Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/1; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22,
26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3.
36. Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22, 26, 1766, AGI
87-1-5/3.
37. Ibid.
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ed a detailed study of the colonial failure in Nueva Florida. The
government was reminded that the Florida citizenry had a military
history, and had little knowledge of farming procedures. And
yet, the petitioners argued, if they had been properly supported,
the lands would have been agriculturally productive. But, without
water, provisions, sufficient housing, medicines, physicians, and
other essential necessities, the caballerias remained undeveloped
because the grantees were not even able to care for their own
persons. The settlement also lacked the holy sacraments and indispensable religious guidance; it was therefore not uncommon that
Spaniards went to their deaths without the last sacrament. Furthermore, definite assistance was required in order to clear the
building plots and lands, which were described as being the only
freely donated items in Nueva Florida. Sickness, prostitution,
death, and even murder were therefore the natural results of the
inadequately furnished agrarian establishment. 38
The exasperated emigres compared their socio-economic status
in Cuba with the conditions which were ordered for the Canary
Islanders’ anticipated arrival in Florida in the 1740’s. For those
emigrants, Royal Cedulas of February 23 and April 21, 1744,
had authorized per diem, temporary living accommodations among
the local denizens, church ornaments and bells, tools, seeds, and
domesticated animals, including a stallion, a mare, two breeding
cows, one rooster, five hens, and one brood sow. They were also
to receive one house lot and a thirty peso gift to cover the construction cost of a residence. Floridians were advised to greet the
parvenues graciously and hospitably, honoring them with the farm
properties that they requested. Such preparations seemed much
more preferable to the Florida exiles than the arrangements which
were made available to them in the captaincy-general of Cuba. 39
38.

Because of the distances that frequently separated settlers, some of the
recently purchased Negro slaves became rebellious and attacked their
masters. Several Floridians were killed and others were wounded.
Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/1; Puente to Governor of Cuba, Havana, September 22,
26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/3.
39. Royal Cedula appropriating funds for the Canary Island settlers. El
Pardo, February 23, 1744, AGI 87-1-5/1; Orders relative to the
establishment of the Canary Islanders, Aranjuez, April 21, 1744,
AGI 87-1-5/1; Memorial of former Florida inhabitants, Havana,
August 26, 1766, AGI 87-1-5/1.
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Naturally incensed at the Canary Islanders’ additional advantages and deferential treatment, the Florida evacuees petitioned
for similar benefits. Since the people of the Canary Islands, who
had voluntarily emigrated from their homeland in order to improve their fortunes, were eligible for such distinct rewards,
should not the king’s Florida garrison qualify for similar opportunities? Such was the entreaty of the memorialists, who reminded
their superiors that they had willingly abandoned their possessions
and homeland only because of the political situation and as a result of His Majesty’s advice. After patriotically forsaking the unconquered country of their fathers and ancestors, and after three
centuries of struggling to defend the peninsular colony at the expenditure of countless lives and quantities of blood, the Floridians
obviously believed they were deserving of, at least, the same generosity as the Canary Islanders. 40
Without blaming anyone “in particular” 41 for their wretchedness, the supplicants only requested the governor of Cuba to implement the crown’s orders for their relief and comfort. The
favors which they sought were administrative or military employment commensurate with their rank and experience, financial
assistance for the old and ill people, per diem for their wives and
children, their salary arrears, and other unpaid but requisite
monies. Agricultural plots in the uncultivated and undistributed
Barrio de San Antonio estates were also solicited for those Floridians who could not be placed in government service. In conclusion, the signatories warned that further delay would exascerbate
the already miserable conditions of the exiles. 42
Eventually some monetary assistance was awarded to the Florida colony in Cuba. Refugee women received la limosna de Florida 43 if one or both their parents were dead; the military status
of their fathers or husbands was irrelevant to the size or continuation of the royal perquisite. All Florida women or girls living outMemorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/1.
41. Although the emigres claimed that their misfortunes were due to
unfortunate circumstances, the memorial, at least, implied that the
entire settlement process had been administratively bungled.
42. Memorial of former inhabitants of Florida, Havana, August 26, 1766,
AGI 87-1-5/1.
43. La Limosna de Florida can be translated as “the alms or pension of
Florida.”
40.
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side of St. Augustine de la Nueva Florida later obtained a limosna
of two reales a day, whether their parents were living or not.
The men received nothing, and their temporary one real per diem
subsistence grants were curtailed. 44
In 1770, Governor and Captain General Antonio Maria Bucareli organized another sustenance system for the emigres. All
wives, widows, and daughters of Floridians residing in Florida at
the time of the Treaty of 1763 were eligible to receive one real
per day, but children of Florida parents who were born in Cuba
did not qualify for la limosna. According to Bucareli’s plan,
widows and orphans of Florida soldiers continued to earn their
daily two reales as stipulated by the Cedula of 1731. When husbands or fathers of limosna recipients entered the royal service,
however, alms payments were discontinued. Once again, civilian
men could not become pensioners of the crown. 45
Bucareli’s alms arrangements for the Florida evacuees apparently remained in effect until the end of the American Revolutionary War, when Spain retrieved Florida in the Versailles Treaty
of September 3, 1783. 46 Because only 132 Floridians had returned to the presidio of St. Augustine by 1786, the crown’s ministers employed a new limosna program to encourage the former
Floridians to re-settle their old continental colony. The royal
Cedula of March 18, 1791, presented an advantageous plan to
the Florida exiles. Besides guaranteeing return passage and the
repossession of their former properties, the king permitted the
Florida pensioners in Cuba to continue receiving their alms in
Florida; such permission had previously been denied to those
emigres who intended to travel home. Pensioners living in Cuba
44.

45.

46.

Limosna for Florida widows and orphan girls of Florida soldiers was
originally established by a 1731 Cedula. Those widows and orphan
girls only received alms as long as they continued an unmarried life.
Corbitt, “Spanish Relief Policy and East Florida Refugees,” loc. cit.,
70-71; James Robertson to General Gage, New York, March 8, 1764,
PRO: CO 5/83; Royal Cedula to Governor of Florida, Sevilla, January 1, 1731, AGI 86-5-20/97.
Corbitt, “Spanish Relief Policy and East Florida Refugees,” loc. cit.,
71; James Robertson to Governor Gage, New York, March 8, 1764,
PRO: CO 5/83; Royal Cedula to Governor of Florida, Sevilla, January 11, 1731, AGI 86-5-20/97.
Frances Gardiner Davenport and Charles Oscar Paullin, (eds.) European Treaties Bearing on the History of the United States and Its Dep e n d e n c i e s (Washington, 1937), IV, 158-161.
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with a one real limosna were even offered one and one-half reales
if they re-established a Florida residence. 47
The 1791 Cedula included numerous other inducements. If
they returned to Florida, women born of Florida parentage in
Cuba could obtain two reales until they were married or reached
the age of thirty. Under the same provision Florida women who
were espoused to non-Floridians would acquire one real daily,
and women of families settled in Matanzas or Campeche could
once again secure their previously donated Florida pensions.
Finally, women who were too old to return to the mainland colony would receive their alms in Cuba. Returning Floridians
were also promised land grants, long-term loans of slaves and
agrarian implements, and compensation for their former estates
which were under other proprietorships. The resettled Florida
population was even permitted to enjoy preference in the choice
of governmental employees. 48
After more than twenty years of transition and adjustment
the displaced Florida population was urged to go home. Once
again a maritime migration was planned for the former residents
of Spanish Florida. The old exiles departing from Cuba thus
boarded ships bound for the northern voyage to St. Augustine.

47. Corbitt, “Spanish Relief Policy and East Florida Refugees,” loc. cit.,
71-75.
48. Ibid.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol42/iss3/4

16

